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ABSTRACT 

Many learners appear to approach learning in 
different yet reasonably consistent ways. The ability to recognize 
and take responsibility for these particular styles is an essential 
feature of efficient and effective planning and efficient and 
effective learning. Program planners can use knowledge about learning 
styles to develop programs that: (1) teach about learning styles; (2) 
model for the learner the implications of this knowledge; (3) provide 
learners with experiences that encourage the development of a wide 
variety of learning styles; and (4) do not disadvantage a particular 
learning style. This paper presents information about the learning 
profiles of 86 teacher education students using information gleaned 
from the Kolb Learning Style Inventory. According to Kolb, effective 
learners need ability in all of the following areas: concrete 
experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, and 
active experimentation. Student preferences for distinctive ways of 
learning were clearly shown — abstract conceptualization was the most 
commonly preferred. Conclusions are drawn from the data and 
implications for program planning that better match the needs of 
learners are provided. Diagrammatic representations as suggested by 
Kolb are included. (Contains 17 references.) (Author/LL) 
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Paper Summary: 



Many learners appear to approach learning in different yet reasonably consistent 
ways. The ability to recognise and take responsibility for these paSS s s 

learning ^ ° f an6 effeCtive plannin ^ ' anri efficien '< « J efflctivl 

For course designers and planners, knowledge of participants' preferred learnim 
styles nas d.rect links to improving programs by Informing SrSShg ^ 
Program planners can use knowledge about learning style to develop programs 

• teach about learning styles 

• model for the learner the implications of this knowledge 

OSSy of styleT 8 With experiences that encourage the development of a wide 
•do not do disadvantage a particular learning style 
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Students 1 Learning Styles: Implications for Teacher Education 



The learner: 

7 learn through processes generally start at step A and work my way 

through 11 

7 have a philosophy that I will always be learning, that's why I like meeting people 
because I always learn something from people I meet 11 

7 learn by hearing things three times - like practicing and watching/ 

7 learn best in a challenge situation. I only learn v/hat I want to learn." 

7 learn through experience and through my mistakes , through doing. 11 

7 find it hard to motivate myself to learn. I've found I have to aim for a target, that 
target might be the final grade or result. M 

Learning Style: 

There is a wide acceptance by educators of the concept of individual differences 
among learners in regard to such factors as ability, motivation, values, attitudes, 
personality. What is now emerging in education is the concept of individual 
difference as it relates to style of learning, that is that learners differ substantially in 
the way they go about learning. 

In simplest terms, learning style can be defined as the way in which a learner 
prefers to do things that relate to learning. 

Dunn [1984] notes that learning style is the way in which information is absorbed 
and retained, that is it describes not 'what' the learner learns but 'how' the learner 
learns. 

At a more complex level, learning style can be conceived in terms of the 
permanent personality characteristics or traits that the learner may display over a 
range of tasks and situations [Biggs and Moore, 1993]. \\ is any observable pattern 
in the way in which a person accomplishes a task of a particular type [Schmeck, 
1988]. 

Pithers and Mason [1992, p.61] define learning style as "a relatively consistent 
pattern of perception, interaction with and response to stimuli in a particular 
learning environment. H Learning style encompasses both the perceiving and the 
processing of information and the consequent interaction between these two 
dynamics of learning. 

There is some confusion in the literature between the terms 'cognitive style 1 and 
'learning style'. The variations in definition appear to be differentiated in part by 
time; cognitive style being of earlier usage for the now more common term, 



heSSIfaos nm^fffl ar9UeS ^' apart ,ram a few now* »«»mx* 



~e?s^^ - 

endunng WW differences in oo&W b^&a'n°d luSSSX?^ 
Later researchers introduced the term 'learning style' as 

"L m c?n?,i US?fUl COnce P l than tradition al personality and cognitive style 
m a 5 c ° unt,n 9 for var '"ance in academic performance They 
further stressed the need to assess learning style from a behavioural 
process orientation." oenaviourai- 

[Schmeck, 1983, p.233] 

Learning style denotes a broader dimension than does coqnitive stvle in that 
learning style includes the cognitive along with affert^e3S^ffin^ 
dimensions of learning [Keefe, 1 987]. active and psychological 

h a C wS k rnnHf 3l f SU99eStS that whilst C0 9 nitive st y |e can be considered as a 

r & \V! a 52 nQ relationsni *P between learning style and tearrtnq context 
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Learning strategies can be recognised as particular ways of problem solving 
related to and appropriate to, a particular task. For example, using the memory 
strategy of 'chunking' in order to remember [ie 'store'] an important phone number 
is an appropriate learning strategy for that particular task. Learning strategies have 
a particular relationship with specific learning activities. 

Learning strategies or skills "are the tools we [may] have available in our cognitive 
tool kit" [Schmeck.1 988, p.5]. . 
Learning style can be distinguished from learning strategy. Learning style relates 
more to the way the learner has, over time and because of experience, adapted to 
a particular learning context. "Style resides within the person and relates to 
genetics and prior experience." [Schmeck, 1988, p.17] 

Learning style can not be revealed by a single observation nor does it emerge 
from interaction with a single learning context. An individual's learning style 
preferences or repertoire emerges from multiple and long term experiences. 



Kolb's Learning Style Inventory: 

Kolb [1985] offers a description of a cycle of learning that in part helps understand 
the development of styles of learning adopted or demonstrated by particular 
learners. Kolb's experiential learning model conceptualises the learning process 
as a four stage cycle. 

concrete personal 
exDeriences 



personal theory 
to be tested in 
new situation 



observation and 
reflection 



formulating concepts 
and generalisations 

Figure!: the conceptual four stage learning model [after Kolb,1985] 



This model conceives learning in which 

"immediate concrete experience forms the basis for observation and 
reflection. These observations are assimilated into concepts from which 
new implications for action can be deduced. These implications or 
hypotheses then serve as guidelines in creating new experiences." 

[Kolb, 1 985, p.2] 
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According to Kolb, effective learners need ability in all four areas: 

• Concrete Experience[CE], 

• Reflective Observation [RO], 

• Abstract Conceptualization [AC] and 

• Active Experimentation [AE]. 

Kolb's description of these stages is relatively abstract and general and confusion 
Srin^n W of en W"? *? differenti ^\each stage * used primarily as a 
descrip ion of an individuals learning cycle through which he or she progresses ie a 
description of the sequence of learning that is entailed. progresses ie a 

A more productive way to use Kolb's cycle and descriptors is to focus on each 
dimension and use «ach as a set of characteristics of a particular approach or stvle 
of learning. Kolb's orientation allows for this focus. He states that 

learning requires abilities that are polar opposites and that the learner 
?h £ re n U J • mi ;st continually choose which set of learning abilities he [or 
she] will bring to bear in a specific learning situation." 1 

However over time, as a result of the complex interaction^ and 

KhKE?.'" a - Var L ety ° f leaming situations ' an individual wi » con* ^^nS resolve 
»chtn e a n5i enS, , 0n betwe , en the polar °PP° site dimensions in a characters tic 
fashion and develop a preferred learning style that emphasises some 
characteristics over others. 

Kolb's Learning Style Inventory was devised to measure an individuals learnina 
style the style developed as an outcome of the experience of leaming The 
nventory allows for the identification of difference?™^ of 

XtSr PreferenC6S th3t haVe been built 0" Om^V^S! 

SfrS ? ine , f em S6lf descri P tion Questionnaire which assess the 

respondents preferred style of learning. Each item asks the respondent to rank 
order four words in a way that best describes his or her learninq style Fou scores 
are generated to assess the degree to which a student prefers to learn Z b 
identifies these modes as Concrete Experience^] ?Reflect%e CbseLS IROl 
Abstract Conceptualization [AC] or Active Experimentation [AE] 

SSe^^SSn! 38 H° mm0n t0 u the , C ° nCrete Experlengs mode include a 
udapmpntf P inIS i b f S6d ? Ppr ° ach t0 learnin 9 emphasising feeling based 
udgements. Individuals learn best from being involved in real situations and orefer 

learning interactions with peers rather than authority figures S ' IUat,0ns and prefer 

E£ZZ5*S?5&F Si ' Ua,i0nS 69 fe * UreS P^r%Ta a sTh 9 ey 0f a!fow 
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Characteristics identified as common to the Abstract Conceptualizat ion mode 
include an analytic, conceptual approach to learning. Impersonal learning 
situations which emphasise theory and systematic analysis are preferred These 
learners do not benefit from 'discovery learning' situations. 

Characteristics identified as common to the Active Exp erimentation mode include 
an active doing' orientation toward learning relying heavily on experimentation 
Preference is for situations that allow risk taking in for example small group work or 
individual projects. K u 

[Kolb.1978] 

The Study: 

Koto's Learning Style Inventory was administered to students in their second year 
of a Bachelor of Education program. Results from this grouo of students Fn = 861 
illustrate a representation of all four styles [see Table 1 .] ' 

Table 1. 



Students showing a preference for - 


of total group 


Concrete Experience 

Reflective Observation 

Abstract Conceptualization 

Active Experimentation 

Results from 1 2 % of the students sho\ 
styles. 


15% 
18% 
25% 
30% 

ved an equal preference for two 



at n vl til! \ hat th ' S t dlstr,butl0n is as wou| d be expected for this occupational 
22£fci t ? Che J 8, J !?° ept In one cate 3 or y- The results indicated a higher 
representation of students preferring Abstract Conceptualization as a learnina stvle 
than would be expected for this occupational group 9 V 
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Tabie 2 



Style 


Student 

drm in 

Mean 


Population 

for primary teachers 


Concrete Experience 


16.37 


16.86 [SD2.95] 


Reflective Observation 


.14.88 


12.92 [SD3.03] 


Abstract Conceptualization 


18.04 


14.62 [SD3.23] 


Active Experimentation 


17.83 


16.62 [SD2.83] 



Learners in this study clearly showed a preference for distinctive ways of learning, 
abstract conceptualization being the most commonly preferred learning style for 
this group of teacher education students. 

Implications for Teacher Education: 

These findings give support for the notion that knowledge of individual learning 
styles can form a productive basis for curriculum planning, implementation and 
evaluation. Increasing our knowledge and understanding of the learning styles 
preferred by our students can provide a rationale for course design as well as a 
model for the learning process. 

For course designers and planners, knowledge of participants' preferred learning 
styles has direct links to improving programs by informing program planning. 
Those working in teacher education programs can use this knowledge about 
learning style to develop programs that - 

• teach about learning styles 

• model for the learner the implications of this knowledge. 

• provide learners with experiences that encourage the development of a wide 
variety of styles. 

• do not disadvantage a particular learning style. 

In our teacher education programs we should inform students of their preferred 
learning styles. We should not be interested in providing this information for its 
own sake but to provide knowledge to the students about how they learn so that 
they are then empowered to control their own learning through the style they use 
or the adaptations they are able to make in style according to particular learning 
purposes and / or environments. 
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To encourage good learning it is not enough to merely accommodate and support 
preferred learning styles. We should devise learning activities for our students that 
cater for a range of learning styles and plan for activities that will encourage the 
learner to develop more confidence and strength in less preferred styles thus 
enabling students to expand their learning style repertoire. 

Diagrammatic representation as suggested by Kolb [1976] graphically illustrates 
this concept 

Learning Style profile norms for two learne rs: 

Loui§a_ Jacqui 




The profile of preferred modes for Jacqui illustrates a more balanced style than 
does that as illustrated for Louisa. Jacqui's profile suggests that she has 
experienced a wide variety of learning contexts enabling her to develop greater 
flexibility of style. She will be much more likely to be able to work effectively in a 
variety of learning contexts. Louisa has probably had a less varied learning 
environment. Louisa could well participate in activities that require her to for 
example, practice and adopt skills of logical thinking and rational evaluation in 
order to increase her repertoire. 

Our programs should not only teach about learning style but model the implications 
of this knowledge for our students. By sharing with students the rationale used to 
develop our courses, we can help model curriculum development and as future 
teachers this information will also help our students to demystify the teaching - 
learning process. For course planners, knowledge of learning style can inform the 
nature of assessment. Assessment tasks should provide for a range of techniques 
that do not disadvantage a particular learning style. 
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I£nnw°l effeCtive lea u mer is able t0 make use of diff erent learning styles We 
should plan courses that encourage this development 

nn rfo C rt .? U ' d ? resent L mp " isive learners witn activities where they have to reflect 
on particular sections and take time to reach a solution. Converse? ' thfre lectivf 
earner could be presented with activities where choice has t > be mad" aS 
where the learner has to take a risk in offering a solutior When actt S 
Planned, care should be taken to include those which will rMulre^ra^S 
abilities to reach a solution. When learners are presented with 2n 
probtems to solve they should be encouraged to first re" the Woe of 
strategies needed for a resolution. Iype or 

Is!?? T a hp y i 0 .r/ k l V eam . S i aS - been identified as a ke y competency [Mayer 
1992]. The ability to interact effect ve y with others is an P^contioi ™„i y f \ 

good learning. This skill includes the ability to recognise ^SSSST^ ° f 

aspirations of others as well as one's own contribution" [Mavpr n ?pf Thic w 

include the recognition of one's own and 0^^'^^'^^ would 

If we are working with students in groups we ne-d to cXeS ^nSwL^ft 

Ter^t 39 9r ° UPS 10 reSard t0 the P-ferr^ 
Consider these four learners. 



Amanda 




Kie^S ft ° n ^ te °- -other. As 

representation of style helps S to ?nderSd wh^ ™ s ^"matic 
learners are working on oroun >wS d why 00nfllct ma v occur when 
differences in preferred ItyteT Amanda SlfZfT* 19 - Wth0Ut an «**3Sdha of 
for disaster if working tooeX AiS^h P? M .' ke may ' for example, be headZ 
whilst Mike prefers to waft to observe to^ ° ^ ? arted ' ,0 9 al S » going 
Janine and Tim were working together' T™Tl Pf" 1 "* als0 00uld occur » 
on the structure, whilst Janine feete theiThS ! 1 est t0 look for th « rules rely 
Prefers to see the problem ^Xl^^ZZlf^. 

set WpAZZt^Z^^ **» with learners to 

by having someona who can reffinttia ffi Pr ° b,em can be efficiently solved 
general theory, another whc »is able to rtefc 80 ? 18 ?^ e,se who can SSda 
S tt" h ,°' d the togetoer " ^ PraCt ' Ca ' ,mp,ication ^ atong wfth 

^^£t!?r rt Und6rStand how ^oh other 
best advantaged of each i sty? ^ Job! cTn h^' ' 6S 5 an be p,anned that wS take 
rather than conflict with each other ™ be Shared where W*s comptoment 

toMheZS^^ of learning preferences allows 



9 



12 



Rpference List: 



Ausubel, D. [1968] FH.^tinnal Psychology. A Cognitive View, New York, 

Holt.Rinehart and Winston. 
Biggs J [1970] "Faculty patterns in study behavior" Australian Journal ot 

Psychology., 22, pp.1 61 -174. - Jrt .. ».',u 

Biggs J. [1987] Student A pproaches to lear ning and Studvin.q. Melbourne, 

Australian Council for Educational Research. 
Biggs, J. and Moore, M. [1993] Tha Process, of Learning. New York, 

Prentice Ha.!. 

Dunn, R [1984] "Learning Style: State of the Science" s Theory into Practice , 

Vol.23, No.1, pp.10 -19. .,*.*•« 
Keefe, J. [1987] i earning Stvle Thsnrv and Practice. VA, National Association of 

Secondary Schooi Principals. 
Kolb, D. [1976]. l earning- Style Inventory. Technical Manual. Boston, 

McBer and Company. 
Kolb, D. [1985]. Learning- StyJa Inventory. Technical Manual. Boston, 

McBer and Company. . 
Marton F and Saljo.R. [1976a] "On qualitative differences in leammg:1 Outcome 

and process", British Journal of Educatio nal Psychology. 

No. 46, pp.4-11. 

Marton, F. and Salsjo.R. [1976b] "On qualitative differences in lfarning:11 

Outcome as a function of the learners concept of task , British Journal of 

Educational Psychology . No. 46, pp.1 1 5-1 27. 
Mayer E frhair] [iqqp] Putting General Education to Work: The Key Competency 

Report . AEC & MVEET, Australia. 
Perry, C. [1993], "Learning and Learning Styles", ACCESS, Vol.7, 

No.3, pp.10 -13. ^ u r . h . 

Perry C and Ryan, M. [1992] "Thinking Styles of Primary Teacher Education 

Students", Paper presented at The Fifth International Conference on 

Thinking, Townsville, Queensland, July. 
Pithers, R. and Mason, M. [1992] "Learning Style Preferences: Vocational 

Students and Teachers", Australian Education Researcher, 

Vol. 19, No. 2, pp.61 -71. . „ . 

Ramsden, P. [1988] "Context and Strategy: Situational Influences on Learming , in 

R.Schmeck, [ed.] Learning Strategies and Learning Styl e, New York, 

Plenum Press. 

Schmeck, R. [1983] "Learning Styies of College Students" in R. Dillon and R. 

Schmeck [eds.], inHivirii.al Differenc es in Cognition Ml New York, 

Harcourt Brace Jovanovich. 
Schmeck, R. [ed.] [1988] Learning St rategies and Learning Style , New York, 

Plenum Press. 



10 




Copying sponsored hv 

Copying sponsored by KOFllCB 



